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Aloha! The economy is on 
everyone’s mind. This 

month’s issue will explain the impact rail 
transit would have on Honolulu’s economy, 
why rail transit is affordable and how much 
it would cost to operate and maintain the 
system in the future.  

How will rail transit benefit  
Hawaii's economy?
Rail transit, poised to break ground in late 
2009, will generate an estimated 11,000 
jobs in construction and related industries. 
Transit-oriented development – the creation 
of shops, services, and housing in the vicinity 
of transit stations – will attract new invest-
ment and create even more jobs. More jobs 
and businesses help fund state and city ser-
vices. And the reduction of commute times 
and easing of parking pressures will benefit 
employers and employees island-wide.

According to APTA's report, Dollars & Sense: 
The Economic Case for Public Transporta-
tion in America, "Every dollar taxpayers 
invest in public transportation generates $6 
or more in economic returns."

How much will it cost to build, 
and how will we pay for it?
Rail transit is the most cost-effective option 
among those studied, including expanding 
bus service or building a HOT lane viaduct. 
The initial route from East Kapolei to Ala 
Moana Center can be paid for with already 
identified funding sources.  

Funding comes from the 1/2% GET sur-
charge and the Federal Transit Administra-
tion’s New Starts program. $15.5 million for 
the planning phase has been appropriated 
by Congress for this year, and another $20 
million is in the pipeline. A key to current and 
future federal support is the commitment 
Honolulu has already made for local fund-
ing, with more than $250 million banked for 
the project. Federal funding is expected to 

Rail Transit: Affordable to Build and Maintain

The initial route from East Kapolei to 
Ala Moana Center can be paid for with 

already identified funding sources.

increase significantly as the project moves to 
construction.

Construction costs are estimated using the 
building industry’s best practices. Costs are 
based on engineers’ calculations of cur-
rent and comparable construction costs in 
Hawai‘i. The cost estimate will be adjusted 
and updated with inflation as the project 
advances. Nearly a billion dollars in contin-
gency – almost a quarter of the total budget 
(see chart) –  is included in the total cost to 
absorb any future uncertainties. 

Even when adjusted for inflation and allow-
ing for fluctuations in the economy, Honolulu 
transit can be built within budget. 

How much will operations and 
maintenance cost?
Rail transit will cost 40% less to operate and 
maintain per passenger-mile than buses. 

In Honolulu, operating and maintenance 
costs for our rail system are estimated to be 
about $60 million per year in today’s dollars. 
By comparison, we currently spend approxi-
mately $180 million each year for operating 
and maintenance costs of TheBus. 

One reason is that each 300-passenger train 
typically requires just a single operator, while 
it would take more than four buses – each 
with their own driver – to match that pas-
senger capacity. Another is that rail transit’s 
modern electric-motor technology is more 
efficient than the diesel engines used in 
buses. Of course, steel wheels hold up much 
longer than rubber tires – Honolulu currently 
spends more than $600,000 per year for new 
bus tires alone. Train cars also have a much 
longer lifespan than buses.  

Projected costs are reviewed regularly by the 
Federal Transit Administration’s auditors.
The cost savings of rail transit have been ob-
served time and time again in transit systems 
nationwide. In almost every case, rail transit 
demonstrates that, in corridors like Hono-
lulu’s, it can save on ongoing operational 
expenses as compared to those of bus-only 
systems. 
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Rail transit will cost 40% less to 
operate and maintain per 

passenger-mile than buses.
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Honolulu 

Rail TRansiT

Honolulu Rail Transit is a proposed 20-mile elevated rail line that will connect West O‘ahu with 
downtown Honolulu and Ala Moana and, one day, will extend even further to Honolulu International 
Airport, Waikı-kı-, UH Ma-noa and Kalaeloa. The system features 200-foot-long electric, steel-wheel 
trains capable of carrying more than 300 passengers each. Trains can carry more than 6,000 riders per 
hour. By 2030, up to 90,000 riders per day are expected to use rail transit.

What is Honolulu Rail Transit? What are the goals of 
honolulu rail transit?

How does rail transit help reduce traffic congestion?

What’s inside
 How much rail costs and how we’ll pay for it
 Route map and travel times
 How much you can save riding mass transit
 Why steel-wheel technology was selected

 Why “HOT” lanes won’t work
 How rail transit is the quietest option
 Why rail transit is eco-friendly
 How rail transit benefit Hawai‘i’s economy

One 300-passenger train can relieve the freeway of 200 cars every three minutes during morning rush hour.

One 300 Passenger Train

200 cars on 6 lanes

This brochure is provided by the City & County of  
Honolulu as part of the public information program  
required by the Federal Transportation Administration.

Traffic congestion develops when too many  
vehicles try to use a roadway at the same time. 
During rush hours, congestion builds quickly,  
particularly where major roadways converge – like 
the H-1/H-2 Interchange or Middle Street Merge – 
and from the downtown area outward.
 Considering the limited space in Honolulu, 
the only solution is to reduce the number of  
vehicles at those critical pinch points. That’s 
what’s so important about rail transit. Rail transit 
is the only large-scale solution that helps reduce 
the number of vehicles on the road, especially 
in the downtown and Ala Moana areas, and the  
H-1 corridor from West O‘ahu.

 O‘ahu’s population is expected to grow by 
200,000 people by 2030, and an estimated  
750,000 more daily trips are expected on O‘ahu’s 
roads. But a detailed Alternatives Analysis  
showed that a rail transit system could reduce  
future traffic congestion by 11%, while simply  
increasing the number of buses would reduce  
future traffic congestion by just 1.3%. Adding 
toll lanes or roads would actually increase future  
traffic congestion.
 There is no “magic bullet” to reduce O‘ahu’s 
traffic problems. Building rail transit now is 
the most cost-effective way to avoid even more  
congestion in the future.

Q&A
n Improved Mobility. We need to get from here 
to there – island-wide. The roads and freeways 
are often congested, limiting our community’s 
mobility. A fully-elevated, steel-wheel rail transit 
system will be able to move thousands of people 
per hour without taking away the already limited 
highway and road space we have now. 
n Reliability. The elevated system will operate 
with precision and reliability. So, if you need to be 
at work by 8 a.m., you’ll arrive at work by 8 a.m., 
even if it’s raining or there’s a big accident on H-1. 
There will be just 3 minutes between rail vehicles 
during peak hours, so you won’t have to check the 
schedule to catch the next one.
n Improving The Economy. Construction of the 
rail line would create an estimated 11,000 jobs 
over the next eight years, and increase state and 
city revenues.
n Protecting Our Environment. Rail transit can 
be powered by electricity from renewable sources, 
and is endorsed by the Sierra Club.
n Sustainable Growth. It is vital that improved 
infrastructure is in place to support West O‘ahu’s 
growth. It will help focus growth in designated 
areas, and away from areas where we don’t want 
it – helping to “keep the country country.” 
n Fairness. Rail transit is affordable for working 
families, seniors, and students. Rides will cost 
the same as TheBus and TheBoat, come with free 
transfers, and like now, a monthly pass will work 
system-wide.
Rail transit, as part of an overall public-transpor-
tation system, is a way to enhance Honolulu’s 
quality of life, by easing traffic congestion, 
enhancing our economy, reducing pollution, 
and providing greater mobility for us and future 
generations. 
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How will we pay for operations 
and maintenance?
Passenger fares for rail transit will cover ap-
proximately 30% of operations and mainte-
nance. The rest will be paid out of the City’s 
annual budget, the same way we currently 
pay for TheBus, and how other public tran-
sit systems are funded nationwide.

Overall, the City’s share of rail transit’s op-
erating and maintenance costs is projected 
to be 2-3% of the annual operating budget. 

By comparison, Honolulu currently spends 
approximately twice that for its Cultural and 
Recreational programs.

Will rail transit increase property 
taxes?
The City has covered budget increases of 
several percentage points without resorting 
to tax hikes. Therefore, it is possible to ab-
sorb the 2-3% addition to the City’s operat-
ing budget with no property tax increases.
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Honolulu On the Move has 
produced a new brochure about 
our island’s proposed rail transit 
system. It answers the most 
commonly asked questions while 
providing key information.

The brochure is also available online at 
www.honolulutransit.org, at Satellite City 
Halls and at state libraries. If you would like 
to order a copy, contact us at info@hono-
lulutransit.org or call 566-2299. Please 
leave your full name, address and contact 
phone number.

Building rail transit has long been viewed by 
health experts as an excellent way to limit
harmful vehicle emissions and improve air 
quality. Rail transit will enhance our environ-
mental quality of life in numerous ways:

Honolulu rail transit will be electrically-• 
powered and benefit from the most 
promising advances in alternative energy 
sources, like H-power, wind, solar and 
bio-fuels.

Rail is more energy-efficient than single-• 
occupant cars and trucks, consuming 
36% less energy per passenger-mile,  
according to the U.S. Department of 
Energy.

It will take more than 25,000 cars and • 
trucks off our highways and roads each 
day.

As the Sierra Club’s report Missing the Train 
states, “We can move our workforce more 
efficiently and generate more jobs... through 
greater investment in public transportation 
sources. We will also enjoy benefits includ-
ing better air and water quality, greater public 
health, less sprawl, and more independence 
for our aging population.”

Why Is Rail 
Transit Considered 
Eco-Friendly?
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Contact Us 

You can reach us by calling the project hotline 
at 566-2299 or by submitting your comments 

to www.honolulutransit.org.

Call or email us if you would like to receive an 
electronic version of this newsletter or would like 

  be removed from our mailing list.


